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Abstract 
The transitional education is increasingly becoming popular as it provides internationally recognised education at the doorstep of students. 
The reduction of government subsidies to Western universities has created conditions for looking for alternative ways to generate income 
to offset the financial short fall. As a result, the Western higher educational institutions have become heavily dependent on onshore fee 
paying international students. However, the income from onshore fee paying international students is falling. Therefore, universities start 
to offer their education to international students in their home countries. Scant information on impacts of transnational education is 
currently available in the public domain. This study reviews the current status of transnational education especially in Asia. 
© 2012 The authors, Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the Bangladesh Society 
of Mechanical Engineers 
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1. Introduction 
Transnational education is an arrangement in which courses or programs offered by an educational institution based in 
one country are delivered to students located in another country [15]. More elaborate definition of the transnational 
education is given by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) which states ‘all types 
of higher education study programs, or sets of courses of study, or educational services (including those of distance 
education) in which the learners are located in a country different from the one where the awarding institution is based’ 
[12]. Thus, transnational education is considered to be borderless non official higher education which offers all forms of 
higher education activities operating in parallel to and outside the official higher education system of the host country. The 
transnational education in the context of globalization has become a market driven activity to promote multicultural, diverse 
and internationalized outlooks among students [14].  
The global demand for education, training and research propels the unprecedented worldwide mobility of peoples for 
variety of reasons including migration, political and economic security, trade and business, employment, tourism, study and 
research. This mass movement of people is transforming social institutions, cultural practices and sense of identity and 
belongingness [10]. These changes have resulted in multiple new cross-national, cross-cultural flows and networks defining 
the global world of the 21st century [13]. Worldwide demand for higher education is growing at an exponential rate, driven 
by economic progress of developing nations, demographic trends and increased globalization of economies and societies. 
Students’ participation in higher education rose by 128% from 1990 to 2007 (66.9 to 152.5 million students) [12]. The 
global mobility of students has also increased, quadrupling over the past three decades to 3.3 million in 2008 compared to 
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2.8 million international students’ global mobility in 2007 [8]. Based on current trends, the number of international students 
will continue to be around 6.7 million by the year 2020 [2].  
Currently three English speaking countries: USA, UK and Australia attract nearly half of the world total foreign students. 
For example, over 40% of students studying outside their home country in 2007 were in the USA, UK and Australia. Over 
half of the world’s international student population was from the Asian region led by China, India and South Korea. China 
and India showed the strongest growth in outwardly mobile students between 1999 and 2007 (UNESCO, 2009). The fast 
growing young population in the emerging economies of Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, etc.), 
South Asia (India, Bangladesh, Pakistan), North Asia (China, Philippines) South America (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, 
Columbia, Venezuela, etc.), Middle East (Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirate, Iran, Yemen) North Africa (Egypt, Sudan, 
Algeria, Morocco, Ethiopia), South & Central Africa (South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, etc) is putting pressure on domestic education systems. The countries concerned are increasingly unable to satisfy 
local demand for higher education as many of these developing countries cannot expand the existing capacity of their higher 
education in the face of increasing demand due to financial limitations. Consequently, the existing resources are spread over 
increasingly larger student populations. Therefore, the excess demand for higher education in most developing countries can 
only be met by transnational education from developed nations [8]. By 2020, around 3 million students from the developing 
nations will seek their higher education outside of their own countries to major English speaking countries of UK, Australia, 
Canada, USA & New Zealand [9]. While the demand for students coming to UK, Australia, USA and other English 
speaking destinations to study conventional courses at traditional education institutions would increase, this can be 
outstripped by the demand for education through the transnational education. 
2. Modes of transnational education 
There are five popular modes widely used in transnational education. They are: (a) branch campus, (b) franchising or 
partnership, (c) articulation or twinning, (d) distance or virtual education, and (e) study abroad. 
2.1. Branch campus 
Under branch campus arrangement, an educational institution of higher studies from the offering country (source 
country) establishes a fully fledged branch campus in the host country to deliver courses and programs to students in that 
country. This arrangement allows the offering institution to conduct educational activities more effectively than any other 
modes. It allows appointing qualified local staff as well academic staff from the offering country on contract basis or on 
deputation. However, offering programs through branch campus is costly and requires significant financial commitment on 
offering university’s behalf. Around 5% courses and programs are currently offered under this arrangement [1,4,5,11]. 
Nevertheless, the branch campus mode is becoming popular among students especially in restrictive countries such as India 
and Pakistan, in moderately restrictive countries such as China and Bangladesh and in liberal countries like Singapore, 
Malaysia, Hong Kong, United Arab Emirates and Qatar. 
2.2. Franchising or partnership 
Under this mode of delivery, a provider from the offering country authorizes a provider or a partner in the host country to 
deliver its courses and programs. The qualification is awarded by the source country’s institution. All arrangements for 
teaching, management, assessment, profit-sharing, awarding of qualifications are arranged in compliance with the host and 
source countries’ regulations/policies. In many cases, academic staff from the source country’s institution visits host 
country’s partner to deliver intensive lectures within short duration, the education quality and assessments are moderated by 
the academic staff of offering institution. More details of such arrangement can be found in Alam et al. [1]. Over 90% of all 
courses and programs are being offered in the host country through this arrangement. Despite being most cost effective with 
certain degree of quality assurance, the mode poses some financial and reputation risks due to local partner’s financial and 
other shortcomings [1, 5]. 
2.3. Articulation 
The articulation is a systematic recognition by an institution from the offering country of specified course(s) or 
program(s) at an institution in the host country. This model allows partial credit transfer towards a program at the offering 
institution. Under this arrangement, an institution in the source country collaborates with a provider in the host country to 
develop an articulation arrangement allowing students to take courses in the host country’s institution and get credit transfer 
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for the study at the institution of the source country later. Generally one qualification is awarded by the institution in the 
source country. 
2.4. Distance/virtual education 
Under distance/virtual education delivery mode, courses and programs are offered via televisions, radios, computers, 
internet, video conferencing, Skype, Lectopia, virtual blackboard, correspondence, or other methods within or beyond the 
national boundaries. All students directly enroll in source country’s institution from anywhere in the world. Under this mode 
of delivery, occasionally some arrangements of face-to-face intensive lectures/workshops and other supports are offered to 
students through regional study or support centers. 
2.5. Study abroad 
In this model a student from an institution of a country travels to undertake courses and degrees for a fixed period of time 
at an institution which is located in a different country. Under this arrangement, after completion of the course(s), students 
get due recognition of their completed courses in their home institutions. The arrangement allows students to be exposed 
and experienced different cultures, languages and lifestyles. This mode of transnational education is popular among students 
in developed nations. However, it is less popular among Asian institutions. 
2.6. Double/joint degree 
Offering double degree or joint degree is a new phenomenon. Under this scheme, education providers in different 
countries collaborate to offer a single degree program and/or double degree program for which students receive 
qualifications from both providers, or a joint award from the collaborating partners. This arrangement is especially popular 
among European, North American and Australasian universities. 
3. Regional hubs for transnational education 
In order to make the foreign higher education locally available at an affordable price and national higher education 
systems globally competitive, governments of many developing nations especially Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong, China, 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar have enacted laws and policies to attract leading universities from developed 
nations especially the UK, USA, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Germany and France to offer their programs for local 
students as well as students from regional. To tap the rising education market, Western universities have been offering 
various undergraduate and postgraduate programs in Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong, UAE and Qatar through their own 
campuses or jointly with local partners. At present, over several hundred various undergraduate and Masters Programs are 
being offered in these regions by leading western universities.  The two most populous nations China and India have been 
utilizing this opportunity for their national benefits. Both countries are allowing reputed Western universities from the UK, 
USA and Australia to open their local branches.  
Unlike Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong, the governments of China and India want foreign universities’ presence 
permanently. Additionally, the governments of China and India wish to see foreign university not to be only the commercial 
entity. Foreign universities in the UAE and Qatar can operate fully commercially as there is no bar on fees, ownership, and 
repatriation of profits. At present, most foreign universities are concentrated in five regional hubs: (a) Singapore & 
Malaysia, (b) China & Hong Kong, (c) India, Bangladesh & Pakistan, (d) United Arab Emirates & Qatar, and (e) South 
Africa. These regional transnational educational hubs are shown in Fig. 1. 
Among all regional education hubs, Singapore and Malaysia are leaders for hosting large number of foreign universities’ 
programs. Thanks to historical and linguistic bonds, universities from the UK and Australia play a dominant role there. Over 
600 different programs including undergraduate (Bachelors), postgraduate (Masters and PhD) are being currently offered by 
the universities of the UK and Australia there. The presence of North American universities in Singapore and Malaysia is 
also gradually increasing. Most foreign western universities offer their programs mainly through their local private partners 
who either administer, deliver programs using mainly local academic staff and/or jointly with the local and offering 
university’s academic staff.  
In the Middle East, two countries UAE and Qatar have become regional hubs for the transnational education. Currently, 
over 400 different undergraduate and Postgraduate Programs are being offered by universities mainly from the USA, UK 
and France there. Several US universities have established their branches to tap the rising Middle Eastern education market. 
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The UAE and Qatar have allocated special education zones within their main cities to establish campuses of foreign 
universities (e.g., Dubai International Academic city and Qatar Education City). 
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Fig. 1. Major regional transnational education host countries. 
The geographical proximity, historical and linguistic bonds have provided an excellent opportunity to Australian 
universities in early 2000 to capture a lion’s share of South East Asian (Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam), South Asian (India, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka) and North Asian (Hong Kong, China, Taiwan) education market which has peaked in 2003 with 
1569 programs [11]. Australia had an early advantage following the Colombo Plan in the 1950s of aid programs that 
developed into collaborative education activities between Australia and South East Asian institutions, especially in the 
1980s. This operating knowledge of the South East Asian education market was later used to move into the student markets 
of China and India as education providers shifted from education as aid to education as trade. However, Australian 
universities have now been facing stiff competition from their counterparts from the UK and USA. In order to consolidate 
presence in host countries, many reputed Western universities have established full-fledged local branch campuses as shown 
in Table 1. 
Table 1. List of foreign universities with their full fledged or joint venture campuses. 
 Institution name Source country Host country 
1 New York University  USA China 
2 Duke University USA China 
3 Johns Hopkins University  USA China 
4 University of California, Berkeley USA China 
5 Kean University USA China 
6 University of Nottingham  UK China 
7 University of Liverpool UK China 
8 Lancaster University UK China 
9 Monash University Australia China 
10 Monash University Australia Malaysia 
11 University of Nottingham  UK Malaysia 
12 Curtin University of Technology Australia Malaysia 
13 Shanghai Jia Tong University  China Singapore 
14 City University of New York  USA Singapore 
15 Curtin University of Technology  Australia Singapore 
16 RMIT University Australia Vietnam  
 
4. Economical and social impact 
The transnational education helps to develop local skills, reduce capital outflow, brain drain, and pressure on local 
education system. It offers choice for students, opportunity for competition development among foreign and local 
institutions hence quality improvement. As students can get their education without leaving their home country or region, it 
can reduce the brain drain from developing countries. Thanks to financial might and competition from the transnational 
education, universities of many host nations have emerged as strong international competitors in the race for talent hunts, 
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research and innovation. Based on current trend, economical progress, and geopolitical development, the outflow of 
knowledge seekers from the developing nations will compensate the inflow of students especially between Asia, Europe and 
North America. The emerging super power China now receives more students than it sends abroad. It may be noted that 
China sends around 400,000 students overseas for higher education each year followed by India with around 300,000. In 
2007, China’s international enrolment was ranked 5th in the world, just behind the USA, Britain, France, and Germany [5, 
8, 12]. It shows that China is making enormous progress in developing its high quality education system to make it a major 
study destination by 2020. A similar strategy has also been undertaken by Singapore, Malaysia and India. 
The transnational education provides an opportunity for working professionals to upgrade their qualifications while 
working full time as they have limited scopes through local education systems. It allows obtaining qualifications without 
leaving the home country and employment. 
The transnational education can have negative impact as well. Embracing internationalization among higher education 
systems in Asia has clearly suggested that Asian countries are very keen to become more international. Some researchers 
have expressed concerns about over westernization of Asian unique cultures, languages, traditions and heritages [7]. In 
order avoid over westernization, Asian universities need to rediscover Asian scholarship, unique values, traditions and 
cultures through academic exchange and international research collaboration within Asia. 
At the beginning of the transnational education, many programs were delivered not at a level of their source country. 
However, thanks to stiff competition among foreign universities and steps taken by the host countries, the quality of most 
programs has significantly been improved. Various professional bodies of source and host countries regularly undertake 
audits and provide accreditations ensuring the minimal level of standard required for a particular program. 
5. Concluding remarks 
The current trend of internationalization of higher education system will generate students mobility between developed 
and developing countries. The creation of hubs will change the demography of the student cohort. The location of hubs will 
influence the curriculum and related facility and infrastructure. The danger is that if host countries do not formulate a long 
term higher education policy in accordance with their sustainable economic and development programs an e-elite class will 
emerge in many emerging and developing countries changing the social fabric. 
The ongoing debate on higher education in developing countries has been mainly based on social development policy 
perspective. The changes in the economy, intensity of global interaction and desire to actively engage in international 
activities and the need to create social and human capital as means of economic development has not yet been seriously 
considered in the international education debate. As a consequence, no theoretical framework has been developed to 
understand and systematically address the issue of internationalization higher education. 
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